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BOOKREVIEW
DANIEL TYLER, THE LAST WATER HOLE IN THE WEST: THE COLORADOBIG THOMPSON PROJECT AND THE NORTHERN COLORADO WATER
CONSERVANCY DISTRICT, University Press of Colorado, Niwot,

Colorado (1992); 613pp; $27.50; ISBN 0870812777, softcover.

REVIEWED BYJOHN R. LiTrLE, JR.

Daniel Tyler is a Professor of History at Colorado State University.
His book provides a history of the Bureau of Reclamation's ("Bureau")
Colorado-Big Thompson Project ("C-BT"), the largest trans-mountain
diversion project in the United States. Tyler's book also tells the
history of the Northern Colorado Water Conservancy District
("Northern District"), the agency that worked with the Bureau in the
execution and administration of the project, in addition to the
repayment of its costs.
The reviewer, John R. Little, Jr., was born and reared in Colorado.
He and his family weathered the Great Depression and drought of the
1930's in Colorado. This experience taught him the importance of
water to this region. While growing up, he was privileged to observe,
hear, and read about much of C-BT's history as it happened. Of
particular interest were the struggles the project endured after
authorization in 1937 and during construction, especially during
World War II.
From this perspective, the tales set out in this book of the early
battles fought by the project sponsors are fascinating. Particularly
significant were the descriptions of: (1) the evolution of the project
from one contemplating a diversion from the North Platte River to
one taking water from the main stem of the Colorado River; (2) the
stormy negotiations with the west slope and the Bureau that were
finally settled with the agreements and project plan that were
memorialized in the famous Senate Document 80; and (3) the political
struggles to overcome the west slope's political clout (including the
powerful representative Edward Taylor). The famous concept of
"basin of origin protection" (west slope compensatory storage) arose
from these controversies.
Not to be forgotten are the later epic battles to establish C-BT
water rights, particularly those classic conflicts over the relative priority
between Denver's Dillon reservoir and the C-BT's Green Mountain
reservoir. The famous 1955 compromise that became the celebrated
Blue River Decree was hammered out almost literally on the
courthouse steps. This result followed an enormous struggle that
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started in a west slope water court in 1944, continued through the
Colorado Supreme Court in 1954, and a subsequent removal to federal
court. The author reports that the negotiations leading to the
compromise started, of all places, at the Pepper Pod restaurant in
Hudson, Colorado. This decree was the subject of later controversy
between Denver, the Northern District, the Colorado River District
and the Bureau, particularly in 1964 and 1977.
The book also documents the many legendary Colorado political
and legal figures of the time that participated in these events. This
cast included Senators Alva Adams and Edwin Johnson, Governor and
Judge William Lee Knous, Judge William Luby, and Justice Mortimer
Stone. Also involved were C-BT supporters Charles Hansen, John
Dille, and Dr. Charles Lory (long-time president of Colorado A&M,
tireless promoter of C-BT, director of the Northern District, and friend
of the reviewer's parents). Notable attorneys that represented the
various parties included Tom Nixon, William Kelly, John Sayre, Frank
Delaney, John Barnard, Sr., Judge Clifford Stone, Jean Breitenstein,
Felix Sparks, Kenneth Balcomb, Harold Roberts, Glenn Saunders,
William Veeder,J. Lee Ranklin, andJames Geisser.
After C-BT construction was complete in the 1950's, and all of the
repayment and other water contracts were negotiated by the Northern
District, the Colorado Water District, the Bureau, and the principal
water users, the Northern District and the Bureau settled in to operate
the project. By all accounts, C-BT has been one of the most successful
projects of the entire Reclamation empire. Full repayment of all costs
to the United States will be completed shortly. C-BT was designed and
built principally as a supplemental supply for agriculture in northeast
Colorado. In the fifty years since, the Northern District and the
Bureau have successfully managed to move the project gracefully from
an agricultural emphasis toward municipal and industrial supply.
Later, northeast Colorado growth predictions led the Northern
The
District to form the Municipal Subdistrict ("Subdistrict").
west
slope
additional
an
purpose of the Subdistrict was to develop
water supply for transport to the east through excess capacity in the
project works, all within the context of the base project.
The Northern District has enjoyed the services of a succession of
fine managers, and the benefit of excellent legal advice from the
beginning. On the Reclamation side, events have proven that the
Bureau's designs and engineering were of high professional quality
(notwithstanding the current repairs to the Horsetooth Reservoir).
Also, the officials at the Bureau and Interior Solicitor's office were
Perhaps the most notable engineering
farsighted and wise.
achievement was the 13-mile Alva Adams Tunnel that was surveyed by
old-fashioned methods and driven from two headings. When the two
headings met deep under Rocky Mountain National Park, the tunnel
was off line and grade by less than an inch! The C-BT project was
conceived on a grand engineering scale, was well executed, and has
been a spectacular success by almost any measure.
Professor Tyler tells all of the above stories about C-BT (and many
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more) in a straightforward, well-documented fashion. He researched
the history of both the project and the Northern District in great detail
largely from original sources (including an exhaustive examination of
Northern District and Bureau files, plus many private paper
collections). The reviewer was with the Denver Interior Solicitor's
Office from 1956 through 1983 where he was, at times, a legal advisor
for the Bureau. The author's depictions of events during the time that
the reviewer was observing or participating in them were particularly
fascinating, as were the author's descriptions and accounts of the many
actors that the reviewer worked with or against during those same
years. Most of all, the book is about the local and federal actors who
had the vision of a water project that they thought would improve the
economy of northeastern Colorado and who successfully fought for
that vision.
An interesting insight about the book is the following quotation
(found on the back cover) from Ed Marston, long time publisher of
the High Country News, prominent environmentalist, and frequent critic
of the Bureau and the Department of the Interior:
This book puts a sympathetic human face on the people who pushed
these water projects... it also tells me how long and difficult a
process it will be to establish a new sustainable culture and economy
in the West. I appreciate the fact that it de-demonizes water
developers, and shows me what they had gone through to reach their
goals.

